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Assignment 2 for MCC 5303 Collaboration 

Introduction 

Our nation’s deeply divided views on race and immigration are a source of conflict which 

intersects with the current transformation of a U.S. workforce. Competitive economic forces and 

increasing diversity of U.S. demographics contribute to discriminatory behavior and conflict in 

businesses. The workplace can become a challenging, hostile environment to personal identity 

because of cross-cultural diversity. Racial biases, power and privilege, and scarce resources are 

significant roots to the growing American conflict. This rise in the diversity of the workforce has 

outpaced societal norms (Brantley, 2003). As societal norms become challenged it is important 

to initiate conflict resolution strategies for the workplace which support the right to equal 

opportunity for employment and provide a collaborative solution between employees and 

employers.  

At the center of conflict are the emerging generations of Millennials and immigrant 

Muslim women choosing to wear the headscarf (hijab) as a religious observance of modesty and 

to express cultural heritage. The hijab is a symbol that condenses several social, religious and 

identity issues for young Muslim Americans who are in the process constructing the boundaries 

of American Islam for a new generation. The young women are dealing with a complex set of 

stereotypes, and social expectations while establishing their duel identities as both Muslim and 

American. With more women seeking employment within the first few years of immigration, and 

women graduating college, there are increasing reports of civil rights violations and evidence of 

employment discrimination and harassment towards Muslim American women.  

On 6/13/2015, the Supreme court ruled 8-1 in favor of a discrimination complaint against 

Abercrombie and Fitch, a clothing retailer. The Supreme court found that A & F would not suffer 

undue hardship in accommodation to the employees request to wear the hijab while working in a 
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retail establishment. While this landmark case serves as legal precedent and encouragement to 

Muslim American Hijabis, it is also a mandate for workplace environments to offer conflict 

resolution strategies which address the potential discrimination against Muslim American 

women who cover.  

Our discussion on conflict resolution focuses on the discrimination or harassment of a 

Muslim American female employee in an apparel store in the U.S. The employee wears a hijab 

and has been the target of harassment by fellow employees. Possible conflict resolution strategies 

are discussed through the perspective of power and privilege, cultural bias, media influence, 

technology mediated communication, inter-personal communication, and gender perspectives. 

Resolution strategies are evaluated for effectiveness, with the goal of decreasing workplace 

conflict and employee turnover.     

Inter-personal Verbal and Non-Verbal Communication 

Inter-personal communication contributes to workplace conflicts. Dominant groups may 

use both verbal and non-verbal communication to intimidate others. Being a member of the 

dominant group can force individuals to take sides, influence loyalty, and deny harassment of 

others when observed in the workplace. Work relationships become biased and organizational 

groupthink can replace open and honest understanding. In a recent study by Ghumman and Ryan, 

Religious Harassment in the Workplace: An Examination of Observer Intervention (Ghumman 

and Ryan, 2016), the authors found evidence of verbal harassment, ambiguity of intent, 

relationship between the target and harasser, religious commitment and inter-active influence of 

sharing about religion, as predictors whether observers of workplace discrimination will 

intervene. The research focused on the role of the observer and engaging observers in combating 

harassment in employment. Harassment by a dominant group towards members of subordinate 
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groups can include “public mocking and stereotyping at the expense of the subordinated group’s 

dignity” (Brantley, Delyte, Pfeffer, Buccigrossi, Robinson, p.2, 2003). 

Non-verbal communication, body language, posture, social distance and eye contact vary 

among cultures. While some Muslim cultures are comfortable standing closer, non-Muslim 

individuals maintain more social distance. Non-verbal behavior can also reinforce stereotypes 

and myths regarding Muslim culture and modesty. Social distance and eye contact may be subtle, 

but can be interpreted as being trustworthy or untrustworthy. Self-disclosure would facilitate 

cultural acceptance, but appropriate sharing should be mutual; in some environments, there is not 

adequate mutual trust between employees to engage in self-disclosure.   

Non-verbal communication can also mask true intentions. Individuals may not be fully 

aware of their motivations. Complex motivations about their job, their manager or themselves, 

may result in verbal and non-verbal communication which aggravates hostility between groups 

(Stone, Patton, Heen, p.52 1999).   

Conflict resolution strategies should include employee workshops for honest dialogue, 

giving individuals the choice of self-disclosure. Dispelling assumptions or myths about the hijab 

can be accomplished through inter-personal communication. Mattessich, (Collaboration: What 

Makes It Work, 2001), discusses communication factors leading to successful collaboration. 

Setting up a system of communication and identifying responsibilities for each employee will 

clarify expectations and roles. Conflict resolution strategies should reflect the diversity and 

respect individual communication styles. (Mattessich, p.23, 2001). Managers can acknowledge 

when there are conflicts among employees, and not let unspoken discrimination or conflicts 

create an environment where employees disengage from communication.  
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Management expert Margaret Heffernan discusses unspoken conflicts in business 

illustrated by the statistic, 85 % of executives had concerns with their company that they were 

afraid to voice, for fear of provoking conflict. This indicates companies are not mining their 

employee’s potential and the issue may continue until an unspoken conflict is discussed. 

Heffernan explains, it is important to “Listen for what is not being said”. (May, 2013 Blog, para 

10, 2012). What are employees leaving out of the staff conversation? Everything else may be 

discussed except the real conflict. It may be important to bring someone from outside the 

organization to listen for the unspoken conflicts among employees. The role of negotiation in 

conflict resolution cannot be underestimated. This helps move people through issues and conflict 

in the workplace. Using negotiation strategies which permit a healthy debate of the issues, 

increases the quality of ideas, the creative solutions and leads to better decision making. 

(Viscomi, 2013). 

Gender Cultural Biases and Perspectives 

Williams and Vashi, Hijab and American Muslim Women: Creating the space for 

Autonomous Selves, (2007), address a sociological understanding of the hijab and it’s meaning to 

women. Non-Muslims are usually not aware of their own assumptions and biases towards 

Muslim women who cover. The American emphasis on “equal rights” for women, creates the 

biases which assumes all women think or feel the same. The American interpretation of equal 

rights includes freedom from control by an external authority, and that these rights are the 

inalienable property of individuals. Additionally, the ideal is that all people should be treated the 

same. For Americans, being treated differently is the indicator of inequality. Separate is 

inherently unequal. This foundation of ideals has shaped our understanding of the civil rights 

movement and ultimately the women’s movement. “Gender neutrality” has become the solution 
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to gender inequality. Gender neutrality rejects behavior or customs that applies to men and 

women differently. The conclusion is that many men and women consider the hijab a display of 

inequality because women wear one and men do not.  

From this perspective of women’s equality, many Americans would not understand why 

Millennial or immigrant women would value or choose to wear a hijab (Williams et al, p. 275). 

Many believe wearing the hijab is un-American. Nothing could be farther from the truth. The 

ability to cover or not is embedded in our freedom of religion and expression. It is also in 

accordance with a Muslim feminist’s own personal interpretation of Islamic faith and the choice 

and self-determinism is what Islam represents to Muslim American feminists. Many women see 

modesty as their main reason. There are women who wish to be a role model and show that 

Muslim American women can be active, educated and professional. (Afshar, 2008). Individual 

perspectives about equality can vary greatly from culture to culture. Perspectives lead to 

assumptions and gender biases or stereotypes. Strategies for resolution should encourage and 

respect the open discussion of different perspectives.  It is important to leave space for 

individuals to “agree to disagree” about cultural ideals.  

There are main factors in collaboration which are significant to conflict resolution: 

“Every level (upper management, middle management, operations) has some representation and 

ongoing involvement in the collaboration initiative.” (Mattessich, p.19, 2001).  In conflict 

resolution, most effective strategies involve management participation as well as employee 

participation. Managers need to develop trust that makes it safe to voice dissenting views. 

(Weiss, Para 2, 2016).  Participants in conflict resolution need to feel “ownership” of the process 

and the results of their participation. As Mattessich implies “Adequate time and resources must 



MCC 5303 ASSIGNMENT 2  7 
 

be devoted to developing ownership among all participants in a collaborative effort.” 

(Mattessich, p. 18, 2001) 

Stereotypes and the “other” 

In western culture the status of Islamic women has been the subject of much debate and 

analysis, with the veiling of women not being easily accepted. In the U.S., stereotypes regarding 

Hijabi women are strong and in the forefront in current society. They are often considered to be 

“the other” in the communities that they live and work in. The clearly visible attribute of the 

head scarf makes it easier to create and recognize the stereotype (Changing Minds, 2012). The 

article The Downside of Religious Attire: The Muslim Headscarf and Expectations of Obtaining 

Employment states that "Hijabis are not only stigmatized individuals but they are especially 

stigmatized in the workplace. Workplace discrimination against Muslims in the U.S. is evident in 

reports by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) which indicate a 153 % 

increase in workplace discrimination claims against Muslims after the 9/11 attacks" (Ghumman, 

Jackson, 2010 p. 7).  

These discriminations and stereotypes need to be addressed when working towards a 

resolution. In Elizabeth Lesser’s Take the Other to Lunch ted talk, she recommends an effective 

strategy of sitting down with “the other”, in this case management and the female retail 

employee (Lesser, 2010). Borrowing from Lesser’s recommendations of having a pre-set agreed 

upon rules for the communication which would include “don't persuade, defend or interrupt. Be 

curious; be conversational; be real. And listen” (Lesser, 2010). A meeting such as this would be 

an effective first step for both parties at understanding the others viewpoint. 

Power and privilege 
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In addition to addressing the stereotypes that exist in this workplace resolution scenario, 

we must also consider power and privilege as they play a big role for both the female retail 

employee and the management team. We can determine that the employee is a member of the 

subordinate group, and the management team are members of the dominant culture maintaining 

their power and having “power-over” the female retail employee (Shaw, 2003). The management 

team regulates the hierarchical order making determinations based on gender, race, religion and 

appearance seem “natural and inevitable” (Shaw, 2003).  

To move towards a resolution strategy in this workplace scenario the power and privilege 

arrangement within this business would first need to be acknowledged, and the difficulty that this 

female retail employee faces based on her appearance recognized. Once the management team 

can recognize the privilege that their position holds, they have a responsibility to not further the 

systematic mistreatment of females who chose to wear the hijab and break the cycle of 

workplace oppression (Shaw, 2003). Minimizing the influence of “culturally installed barriers 

and obstacles” (Brantley, Frost, Pfeffer et al, 2003) in their communications will allow for a 

collaborative resolution. Similarly, the female employee will need to own her personal power, 

her “power from within” (Atlee, 2011) to help change the workplace environment. 

Effective Conflict Resolution in the context of the workplace is the result of practices and 

interventions on multiple levels.  The internal culture of the workplace is determined by a variety 

of factors including external environment (community, geographic region, media, current social 

and political climate) interests of stakeholders, attitude and expectations of managers/leadership, 

and workplace policies. Each factor impacts the overall culture of the workplace and the 

potential for conflict to both arise and to be successfully resolved. The role of media and 

technology, including social, television, print and web-based can be influential in setting the 
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stage for conflict, informing steps for conflict resolution and in influencing the potential 

outcome.  

Policies and Procedures 

Having a framework, such as an employee code of conduct and policies, sets the tone for 

the workplace environment. Even small businesses benefit from clearly articulated expectations 

and procedures. An understanding of one's own default setting for conflict resolution is 

beneficial in guiding next steps should an actual conflict arise. Further, specific workshops to 

support conflict management, handling of difficult people and situations and including 

negotiation are also available through Doug's Guides (Conflict Resolution Style Assessment, 

n.d.). 

 In this work environment examined here, a small women’s clothing store employing 

approximately 25 staff in positions including management, sales clerk and support staff positions 

is in a midsize suburban college town with limited ethnic diversity. Clearly defined policies 

supported by an employee code of conduct that prioritizes inclusivity could have potentially 

eliminated the conflict regarding wearing the hijab. Codes of conduct and policies can be used to 

guide employee behavior and to shape the internal culture of the workplace because they reflect 

the values of the organization and leadership. A strategy for creating an inclusive workplace and 

policies that support inclusivity, is including the workforce in dialogue that informs the policy on 

a regular basis. This can be achieved by regular staff gatherings (both formal and informal), 

consistent dialogue, modeling of desired behaviors by leadership and ongoing evaluation of 

workplace climate. Being proactive in the creation of such environment based on clearly defined 

policies can minimize conflict, however, it will not eliminate it entirely.  

Dialogue and Negotiation 
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When a situation such as the conflict between workers over wearing a hijab in the 

workplace arose, an appropriate intervention would be for management to facilitate dialogue 

between the parties to determine the root cause of the conflict. As stated by, The Center for 

Conflict Dynamics at Eckerd College “Once the right climate is established team members need 

to use constructive communication techniques to keep their conflict conversations moving in a 

way to facilitate collaboration.  Several particularly effective communication techniques include 

reaching out, perspective taking, listening for understanding, sharing thoughts and feelings, and 

creating solutions” (Viscomi, Para 10, 2013). Once the root cause(s) are determined, dialogue 

could further be supported by referencing the core values of the company and generating specific 

actionable steps that can be agreed upon by the employees to move through the conflict. 

Engaging the employees in the dialogue and generating solutions would serve as a relationship 

building opportunity with the other. An element of dialogue can be negotiation. The employer 

would play a strong role in establishing the parameters for negotiation and establishing what 

elements of dress policy are potentially negotiable. 

Media and Technology 

Strengthening the dialogue with external resources available through risk management 

and human resource organizations that support larger organizations may be appropriate and 

influential in the outcome.  Because of advancements in technology, online content in the areas 

of diversity and inclusion is readily available. 

 To evaluate effectiveness of the policies, dialogue and training, a recommendation would 

be to engage staff in ongoing evaluation that could be delivered in the form of an online survey 

that focuses on specific topics related to inclusivity. The survey could be implemented as a part 

of the timecard process.  One element that is lacking in media is positive representation of 
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Muslim women in America. Currently, there are limited regularly occurring mainstream media 

that include positive representations of Muslim women. As explained in How Does the Media 

Portray Muslim Women featured on Muslima's website, Muslim women face a double negative 

in that they are underrepresented as women and misrepresented as Muslims. According to, 

Muslima, they are generally portrayed through fixation on their appearance (what they do or 

don't wear), as the victim and always the same (How does the media portray Muslim women? 

n.d.). Additionally, nearly 91% of media accounts including Muslim women are negative. This 

media bias contributes to the misperception of Muslim American identities by others and could 

potentially influence a co-worker's perceptions. 

In response to lack of substantial or positive representation of Muslim women in Western 

culture, a workplace committed to providing inclusivity and creating a culture of collaboration 

could incorporate specific activities that encourage co-workers to get to know each other. 

Specifically, to further the relationship building aspect of the conflict resolution strategy, an 

opportunity may be for the employer to host monthly or quarterly potlucks encouraging 

employees to bring dishes that are part of their cultural heritage. An additional opportunity could 

be to have the co-workers work through policy proposals concerning dress at the work place 

together. This can be done in a way that includes acknowledgment of the law and regard for 

religious and cultural differences. 

Conclusion 

In the rapidly changing world with increasing diversity in our everyday lives, improving 

awareness around the areas of bias, power and privilege and working toward understanding is 

tantamount in ensuring collaboration. Through intentional relationship building, clear 
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communication and dialogue, transparent and inclusive policies coupled with leadership that 

engages and promotes equality in the workplace, we will be closer to achieving this end. 

At the center of conflict are the emerging generations of Millennials and immigrant 

Muslim women choosing to wear the headscarf (hijab) as a religious observance of modesty and 

to express cultural heritage. Our discussion on conflict resolution focuses on the discrimination 

or harassment of a Muslim American female employee in an apparel store in the U.S. The 

employee wears a hijab and has been the target of harassment by fellow employees. Possible 

conflict resolution strategies are discussed through the perspective of power and privilege, 

cultural bias, media influence, technology mediated communication, inter-personal 

communication, and gender perspectives. Resolution strategies are evaluated for effectiveness, 

with the goal of decreasing workplace conflict and employee turnover.  

Resolution strategies include employee workshops for dialogue and giving employees the 

choice for self-disclosure. Conflict resolution strategy should respect individuals and recognize 

the privilege that the management team holds. Managers should acknowledge conflicts and not 

let unspoken discrimination create an environment where employees disengage from 

communication. A good strategy is to have preset rules before conversation which would include 

don’t persuade, defend or interrupt. It may be necessary to bring an expert in to help resolve 

unspoken conflicts among employees.  

Gender perspectives lead to assumptions and stereotypes. Resolution should reflect the 

open discussions of different perspectives. It is important to leave space for individuals to agree 

to disagree about cultural ideals. To support an ongoing climate of collaboration it is important to 

continuously evaluate effectiveness of policies and procedures through supported dialogue.  
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Strengthening the dialogue with external resources available through risk management 

and human resource organizations and the advancements in technology, online content in the 

areas of diversity. The employer would play a strong role in establishing the parameters for 

negotiation and establishing what elements of dress policy are potentially negotiable. 
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